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ABSTRACT 



The purpose of this publication is to bring up to 
date the statistical analysis of illiteracy in the world, to study 
some general patterns and trends, to record new developments in 
methods and techniques, and to show correlations between national 
programs and the Experimental World Literacy Programme, No attempt 
has been made to give detailed accounts of all the literacy 
activities reported to the Secretariat by the Member States. The 
information given is based on replies to a questionnaire sent to 
Member States and Associate Members on UNESCO and to selected 
international nongovernment organizations. Ninety three of the Member 
States and nine of the organizations replied. Topics discussed 
include; the world literacy situation; world opinion and the crisis 
of mass illiteracy; survey of literacy programs; international 
collaboration; mobilization of resources by governments and people; 
techniques and tactics in literacy; and research and evaluation. The 
appendixes contain data on illiterate population and the percentage 
of illiteracy, illiteracy percentages by age and sex, and laws and 
decrees that have been adopted since 1967 concerning literacy. (PT) 
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Preface 



The purpose of this publication, which is a sequel to Literacy 1965-1967 , 
is to bring up to date the statistical analysis of illiteracy in the world, to 
study certain general patterns and trends, to record new developments in 
methods and techniques and to show correlations between national pro- 
grammes and the Experimental World Literacy Programme. No attempt has 
been made to give detailed accounts of all the literacy activities reported to 
the Secretariat by Member States, 

The information given here is based on replies to a questionnaire sent in 
February 1969 to the 128 Member States and Associate Members of Unesco 
and to selected international non-governmental organizations, of which 93 
and 9 respectively replied by the date limit of mid-July 1969. It has not been 
possible to incorporate replies’ received after that date. The period covered 
is, therefore, mid-1967 to mid-1969. Information has in some cases been 
supplemented from reports received from governments or from Unesco 
experts who have assisted them in carrying out literacy activities. 

The Member States, Associate Members and international non-govern- 
mental organizations which replied to the questionnaire are listed below. The 
Member States marked with an asterisk (*) indicated that illiteracy was no 
longer a major problem except in some limited groups or areas. 



MEMBER STATES 

Afghanistan 

Argentina 

^Australia 

^Austria 

Barbados 

^Belgium 

Bolivia 

Brazil 

^Bulgaria 



Burma 

Burundi 

^Byelorussian Soviet 
Socialist Republic 
Cameroon 
* Canada 
Central African 
Republic 
Ceylon 



Chad 

Chile 

China 

Republic of the Congo 
Democratic Republic 
of the Congo 
*Cuba 
^Cyprus 

"Czechoslovakia 



♦Denmark 


Jordan 


Saudi Arabia 


Dominican Republic 


Kenya 


Singapore 


Ecuador 


Republic of Korea 


Spain 


El Salvador 


Kuwait 


♦Sweden 


Ethiopia 


Laos 


♦Switzerland 


♦Finland 


Lebanon 


Syria 


♦France 


♦Lesotho 


Tanzania 


Gabon 


Liberia 


Thailand 


♦Federal Republic 


Libya 


Togo 


of Germany 


♦Luxembourg 


Tunisia 


Ghana 


Malaysia 


Turkey 


Greece 


Mali 


Uganda 


Guatemala 


Malta 


♦Ukrainian Soviet 


Guinea 


Morocco 


Socialist Republic 


Guyana 


Nepal 


United Arab Republic 


♦Hungary 


♦Netherlands 


♦United Kingdom of 


Indonesia 


♦New Zealand 


Great Britain and 


Iran 


Niger 


Northern Ireland 


Iraq 


Nigeria 


♦United States of 


♦Ireland 


Pakistan 


America 


Israel 


Paraguay 


Venezuela 


♦Italy 


Philippines 


Republic of Viet-Nam 


Jamaica 


♦Poland 


♦Yugoslavia 


♦Japan 


♦Romania 


Zambia 



ASSOCIATE MEMBERS 
Bahrain 

British Eastern Caribbean Group 

NON-GOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS 

The Associated Country Women of the World 
International Council of Women 
Women’s International Democratic Federation 
World Assembly of Youth 

World Association of Girl Guides and Girl Scouts 
World Confederation of Organizations of the Teaching Profession, 
Washington 

World Federation of Teachers’ Union 

World Federation of Trade Unions 

World Young Women’s Christian Association 
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The world literacy situation 



In 1957 Unesco published an estimate of the extent of illiteracy in every 
country and territory of the world. 1 This study, based on national census 
figures, revealed that around 1950 at least two out of every five adults — at 
least 700 million people of 15 years and over — were unable to read and write, 
and that in ninety-seven countries in Africa, Asia and Central and South 
America more than half of the adult population was illiterate. 

LATEST ESTIMATES 

Between 1950 and 1960, as new census returns were analysed, it became 
clear that although the percentage of illiteracy had fallen, the total number 
of illiterate adults was inexorably rising. By 1960, it had reached an estimated 
total of 740 million. Table 1 summarizes the situation. 

The map on pages 12-13 shows how the problem of illiteracy is distribu- 
ted with varying intensity and gravity in the world. 2 

The picture of adult illiteracy so far outlined has been based on national 
census returns or sample surveys. A national census is a vast and costly 
operation and is generally undertaken at intervals of ten years, usually at 



Table 1. World adult population and literacy, 1950-60 



Adult population 


Total 


Literates 


Illiterates 


Illiteracy rate 


(15+) 


(millions) 


(millions) 


(millions) 


(%) 


Estimated for 1950 


1579 


879 


700 


44.3 


Estimated for 1960 


1 881 


1 141 


740 


39.3 



1. World Illiteracy at Mid-Century . A Statistical Study. Paris, Unesco, 1957. (Mono- 
graphs on Fundamental Education, 11.) 

2. The situation is given in greater detail in the following sources: Unesco Statistical 
Yearbook . 19(55, Tables 4, 5, and 6, Paris, Unesco, 1966; Unesco Statistical Year- 
book. 1967 , Tables 1.3, 1.4, 1.5 and 1.6, Paris, Unesco, 1968; United Nations Demo- 
graphic Yearbook , 1963 and 1964 , New York, United Nations; World Congress of 
Ministers of Education for the Eradication of Illiteracy , Teheran 1965 , Paris, Unesco, 
1966. 
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The world literacy situation 



the beginning of each decade. The only way to bring the picture of illiteracy 
up to date, therefore, is to make assumptions and estimates based on present 
trends. 

Table 2 shows three such estimates of what the state of adult literacy may 
be in 1970: the first assumes that illiteracy continues to diminish at the 
present rate; the second that the rate of reduction is increased by half; 
and the third that the rate of reduction is doubled. 

These figures indicate that the total number of adult illiterates in the 
world in 1970 could range from 710 million on the most favourable estimate 
to 810 million, if the present trends continue. Although the least favourable 
estimate represents an increase of 70 million between 1960 and 1970, this 
corresponds to a reduction of 4.5 per cent in world illiteracy over the same 
period. The problem is that the increase in population in the developing 
countries has been greater than the increase in literacy. Thus while the 
percentage of illiteracy continues to fall in all countries, in many parts of the 
world the net effect is only a slowing down of the increase in the number of 
illiterates. The situation is particularly critical in Africa and Asia. According 
to the estimates of future trends made by the United Nations, the population 
in Africa is likely to increase by 65 per cent and that in Asia by 60 per cent 
between 1960 and 1980. 

CHANGES IN THE NUMBER OF ILLITERATES 
RELATED TO PERCENTAGES OF ILLITERACY 

Literacy data based on the results of national population censuses made 
since 1960 have recently been published by twenty-seven countries and 
territories. The figures relating to population and literacy in nineteen coun- 
tries are set out in Appendix A. These countries or territories give data on 
literacy which enable a comparison to be made between the most recent 
census and the preceding one, and in Table 3 these nineteen are listed accord- 
ing to their percentages of illiteracy around 1950; ten reduced the number of 
illiterates between the two censuses, 1 whilst in the other nine the number of 
illiterates increased. 2 

It appears that in the countries with high illiteracy rates the number of 
illiterates increased, whilst in countries with low illiteracy rates, it decreased. 
In fact, the top six countries, with a rate of 70 per cent or over, show an 
increase in the number of illiterates, and the bottom seven, with a rate of 
35 per cent or less, show a decrease. 



1. Bulgaria, Ceylon, Dominican Republic, France (Guadeloupe and dependencies, 
Martinique, and Reunion), Hungary, Turkey, Western Samoa, United Kingdom 
(St. Helena and dependencies). 

2. Algeria, Bahrain, Brazil, Colombia, Guatemala, Iran, Lesotho, Libya, Nepal, 
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Table 2. World adult population and literacy estimates for i "0 



Rate of reduction Adult population (15+) in millions Illiteracy 



(1950-60) 


Total 


Literates 


Illiterates 


rate (%) 


Rate maintained 
Rate increased 


2 335 


1 525 


810 


34.8 


by half 


2 335 


1 575 


760 


32.6 


Rate doubled 


2 335 


1 625 


710 


30.5 



Thus illiteracy rates of 70 per cent and 35 per cent might be regarded as 
two critical points in the progress of literacy. If the illiteracy rate in a country 
is about 70 per cent or over one cannot generally expect a decrease in the 
number of illiterates; but once the rate drops below the 35 per cent level a 
decrease in the number can be expected. A 35 per cent illiteracy rate might 
therefore, be considered as a target figure in the battle against illiteracy. 

Professor Cipolla bears this out in his new book, Literacy and Development 
in the West 1 ‘When, in about 1750, England started on the road to indus- 

Table 3. Changes in the number of illiterates compared with percentages 
of illiteracy in nineteen countries or territories 



Country or territory 



Percentage of 
illiteracy 
c. 1950 



Increase/decrease 
in adult (15+) 
illiteracy since 
c. 1950 



Nepal 


94.9 


+ 


Algeria ; 


92.3 


+ 


Iran 


87.2 


+ 


Libya 


87.1 


+ 


Bahrain 


74.7 


+ 


Guatemala 


70.6 


+ 


Turkey 


61.9 


— 


Reunion (France) 


60.6 


— 


Dominican Republic 


57.1 


— 


Brazil 


50.6 


+ 


Lesotho 


41.4 


+ 


Colombia 


37.7 


+ 


Guadeloupe and dependencies (France) 


34.8 


— 


Ceylon 5 


32.3 


— 


Martinique (France) 


26.1 


— ' 


Bulgaria 


14.7 


— 


Western Samoa 


14.4 


— 


St. Helena and dependencies 
(United Kingdom) 


4.5 


_ 


Hungary 


3.2 


— 



1. Carlo ML Cipolla, Literacy and Development in the West , Harmonds worth, Middle- 
sex, Penguin Books, 1969. 
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The world literacy situation 



trialization, those who could neither read nor write totalled 30 to 35 per cent 
of the adult population. This meant that there was a reserve of literacy larger 
than in most of the developing countries in modem times.’ He goes on to 
remark that ‘the Industrial Revolution was not the product of one or two 
high priests of science: it was the outcome of the daily down-to-earth exper- 
iment and tinkering on the part of the literate craftsmen and amateur 
scientists’. 

ILLITERACY BY AGE AND SEX 

Appendix B sets out the percentage of illiteracy by age and sex for five select- 
ed countries which have provided the necessary data for a comparison 
between previous and recent censuses. 1 It shows that in those countries with 
low percentages of illiteracy, the decrease in illiteracy tends to be larger in the 
older age groups and among women. In the countries with high percentages 
of illiteracy, on the other hand, the rate of decrease is most marked in the 
youngest male age groups, and least in the older age groups and among 
women. In Libya, for example, between 1954 and 1964, the illiteracy per- 
centage for males in the age group 15-24 was reduced by 32 per cent; in 
the same period, however, the gaps between illiteracy among males and 
females in the population as a whole increased from 22 per cent (77 per cent 
for males and 99 per cent for females) to 33 per cent (63 per cent for males 
and 96 per cent for females). 

It would seem, therefore, that in countries which have largely reduced their 
illiteracy rates and established universal primary education, there remains 
only a residue of older illiterates, especially older women, which is now being 
reduced. However, in countries which have more recently begun to expand 
their education systems, it is mainly the younger age groups that have benefit- 
ed. The difference between sexes is apparent in almost all countries with 
high illiteracy rates and raises serious issues in regard to the status of women 
and their access to education. 

Detailed study of the census results, wherever separate data are available, 
also shows a marked difference between urban and rural areas; rural illiteracy 
rates are always higher. 

TWO WAYS OF ESTIMATING ILLITERACY 

The picture revealed so far is that given by census results and by estimates 
or projections based on them. It is possible, however, to view it from another 
angle, by regarding literacy as a product of educational attainment. 

1, Algeria, Bulgaria, Colombia, Iran and Libya. 
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